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THE EGG-CARRYING HABIT OF ZAITHA. 

FLORENCE WELLS SLATER. 

It is a well-known fact that certain bugs of the family 
Belostomidae carry their eggs on their back until they are 
hatched. This has been frequently observed in the case of 
ZaitJia flmninea, which is common in the Atlantic States, and 
with Serphus dilatatus of the Western States. 

It has been taken for granted by all who have described this 
habit that it is the female that carries the eggs. And Dim- 
mock even states 1 : "These eggs are set nicely upon one end, 
and placed in transverse rows, by means of a long protrusile 
tube, or ovipositor, which the insect can extend far over her 
own back." Investigation proves, however, that, in the case of 
Zaitha at least, the credit of carrying the eggs belongs to the 
male, and that the ovipositor of the female is so short as to 
make it impossible for her to reach her back with it. 

In the course of a study of the reproductive organs and 
genital armature of Zaitha, made in the entomological labora- 
tory of Cornell University, I have had occasion to dissect many 
egg-bearing individuals, and in every case they have proven to 
be male. 

The specimens used were collected in the vicinity of Ithaca, 
where the species is abundant in ponds ; and as the egg-laying 
season lasts from June until the latter part of August, it was 
easy to obtain material for study. The insects were found 
most abundantly in shallow water, quite near the shore, cling- 
ing to the underside of aquatic plants, especially Marsilia. 

The eggs of Zaitha are very large as compared with those of 
other insects. They number from seventy-five to eighty-five 
and are placed in regular diagonal rows on the upper side of 
the wings of the male. This makes a heavy load for the male 

1 Annual Report of the Fish and Game Commissioners of Massachusetts (i 
p. 71. 
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to carry and also deprives him of the use of his wings, confining 
him to one pond. 

That the male chafes under the burden is unmistakable; in 
fact, my suspicions as to the sex of the egg-carrier were first 
aroused by watching one in an aquarium, which was trying to 
free itself from its load of eggs, an exhibition of a lack of 
maternal interest not to be expected in a female carrying her 
own eggs. Generally the Zaithas are very active, darting 
about with great rapidity ; but an egg-bearer remains quietly 
clinging to a leaf with the end of the abdomen just out of the 
water. If attacked, he meekly receives the blows, seemingly 
preferring death, which in several cases was the result, to the 
indignity of carrying and caring for the eggs. 

At other times paternal instinct seems to predominate, for 
with the third pair of legs, which are covered with long hairs, 
he brushes the eggs carefully to free them from foreign par- 
ticles. Oftener, however, he vigorously kicks and pushes the 
eggs. In this way several of the males in my aquarium were 
successful in dislodging the eggs in a mass ; then the hitherto 
meek, morbid Zaitha darted hither and thither with great 
rapidity, as if intent upon exhibiting to all the community his 
regained liberty. 

The female is a trifle larger in size than the male and has 
two small hairy papillae on the flap covering the genital arma- 
ture ; these are the only external characters which distinguish 
her from the male. 

My observations indicate that the female is obliged to capture 
the male in order to deposit the eggs. Upon visiting the 
aquarium one afternoon a male was found to have a few eggs 
upon the caudal end of the wings. There was a marked differ- 
ence in the color of these, those nearest the head being yellow, 
while those nearest the caudal end were dark gray. The small 
number of the eggs indicated that the female had been inter- 
rupted in her egg-laying, and the difference in color of the 
eggs, that the process must be a slow one. 

For five hours I watched a silent, unremitting struggle 
between the male and the female. Her desire was evidently 
to capture him uninjured. She crept quietly to within a few 
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inches of him and there remained immovable for half an hour. 
Suddenly she sprang towards him ; but he was on the lookout 
and fought so vigorously that she was obliged to retreat. 

After this repulse she swam about carelessly for a time, as if 
searching for food was her only thought. But in ten or fifteen 
minutes she was back in her first position in front of him. 
Again there was the attack, and again the repulse. The same 
tactics were continued until midnight, when, despairing of her 
success, I left them. 

At six o'clock the next morning the entire abdomen of the 
male and half of the thorax were covered with eggs. Those 
nearest the head were quite yellow, showing that the struggle 
had just ended. 



